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Outbreak of trichinosis (trichiniasis)—contracted
in London in 1879

G C Cook

The Committee Minutes of the Seamen’s
Hospital Society (SHS) dated 10 October 1879
recorded1: “The Secretary having reported the
admission [to the Dreadnought Hospital,
Greenwich] of 10 boys from the Training Ship
Cornwall Ordered! that a sub committee be
appointed consisting of Messrs Joseph Moore
(Chairman[ ) ], T R Edridge [and] Captain
Budd to confer with the Committee of the
Training Ships on the Thames with the view to
making permanent provision for the isolation
and treatment of sick boys on board such ves-
sels . . .” A total of 14 boys had in fact been
admitted to the Dreadnought Hospital: 10 on 1
October, and four on 6 October.

These and subsequent cases (43 in all, which
occurred between 23 September and 23 Octo-
ber 1879, on the reformatory school-ship lying
oV Purfleet [fig 1], several miles downstream
from Greenwich) were first considered (like
those in a previous outbreak in October 1875)
by Harry Leach (1836–79)—one of the visiting
physicians to the SHS—to be caused by enteric
fever which originated from the “fouling of the
water-supply with excremental matter from a
patient sick of the malady”.2 It became widely
felt that the “outflows of the metropolitan sew-
age . . . at Crossness and Barking” were
responsible for this entity.2 However, doubts
about this diagnosis soon arose and “the Com-
mittee of the ship [applied] to the Home
Secretary for additional skilled assistance [to
investigate] the outbreak”.3 One of the medical
inspectors employed by the Local Government
Board—W H Power FRS (1842–1916)—was
directed to visit the ship.3 4 He was immediately
suspicious that the disease was not enteric
fever, but trichinosis (trichiniasis),5 and an
“application was made to the Home Secretary
for permission to exhume [after burial two
months earlier] the body of the only youth who
had died [on the 18th day of his illness] of the
malady”.2–4 Powers’ suspicion was confirmed at
postmortem, and ingestion of “certain Ameri-
can pork” was incriminated aetiologically. The
Lancet considered that “the people in this
country have hitherto had a remarkable immu-
nity [to the acute form of trichinosis]—an
immunity which, it is to be feared, since the
large and increasing importation of foreign
pork, is becoming a thing of the past”.3

The British Medical Journal’s correspondent
recorded: “the only previous [recognised] out-
break of trichinosis [in England had occurred]
at Workington, Cumberland, in April 18714

[and was] caused by eating the flesh of a home-
fed pig”. This information was corroborated by

Cobbold (see below) in a letter to that journal.6

An anonymous writer (who emphasised the
potential seriousness of the infection)4 pro-
ceeded to recommend adequate cooking of all
pork—whether “trichinised” or not; outbreaks
of trichinosis on the European continent were
due, he considered to the flesh being inad-
equately cooked, “an unpleasant habit [which
was] common in many parts of Germany of
eating pork, particularly in the form of
sausages, more than half raw”.4 “Uncooked
pork or ham [he wrote] is excessively danger-
ous, and should never be eaten by any person
who respects his health or his life . . .”.4

The matter was deemed to be of such
importance that it was raised in the House of
Lords (by Lord Thurlow [1838–1916]) on 19
February and 23 March 1880.7–9 After a brief
delay, the Power report (the author was ably
assisted by Mr Mortimer de Brent) was
published2 10; the thoroughness of the investiga-
tion, which demonstrated beyond doubt that the
outbreak was caused by “salt [trichinised] pork”
was praised by anonymous writers in both the
Lancet and British Medical Journal. A careful his-
tological examination of the exhumed body (by
Dr Robert Cory2 10) had disclosed “trichinae . . .
largely in the muscles, particularly in the
diaphragm, some fully grown and one wandering
and living, others in diVerent stages of less devel-
opment, and considerable numbers of brood tri-
chinae . . . beneath the under-surface of the
mucous membrane of the intestine”.2 The boys’
food had apparently been prepared (in bulk)
diVerently from that of the oYcers on board the
Cornwall “who escaped illness”2; the suspect

Figure 1 The “Cornwall” reformatory school-ship lying
oV Purfleet; she had originally (in 1815) been named the
“Wellesley” but was renamed in 1868 when her role had
been changed (Navy & Army Illustrated 1902; 9 August:
522) The ship was subsequently sunk by enemy action on
24 September 1940.
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meat was “American pork” . . . obtained from a
firm in Bristol [consisting] solely of “belly-
pieces”, and therefore of parts of many pigs, and
of those parts most likely to be infested with tri-
chinae”. How many of the cases formerly
diagnosed as “enteric fever” had in fact been
caused by trichinosis, these writers asked!

Historical aspects of trichinosis
Larvae of Trichinella spiralis had first been iden-
tified in Homo sapiens in a patient under the
care of Dr George Leith Roupell FRS (1797–
1854)11 at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London
in 1834.5 12 The 21 year old James Paget FRS
(1814–99), then a first year medical student,
witnessed this autopsy, and it was probably he
who first noted and recorded the “whitish
specks . . . scattered throughout the muscles’ of
this middle-aged Italian man”.12 However,
Paget’s discovery was publicised (and a defini-
tive report subsequently written) by Richard
Owen FRS (1804–92); he is now widely
regarded, almost certainly erroneously, as the
discoverer of the larval form of T spiralis.

Priority in the discovery of T spiralis infection
subsequently became the subject of a heated
correspondence both in the leading medical
journals and also The Times. Reports in 1866
concentrated initially on cases of the infection
in Germany,13–22 although a Guy’s Hospital case
(in 1828) was brought to the fore; Cobbold
(see below) referred his readers to the works of
Virchow, Leuckart, and Pagenstecher for accu-
rate descriptions of this parasitosis,15 but this
correspondence concluded that Paget should
be given the credit for the discovery.22 Further
reference to the controversy occurred in 1882
(that is, soon after the Dreadnought outbreak
had been reported).23–26 Claims by Owen that
he should be given credit for the initial discov-
ery23 25 were vehemently dismissed by Cob-
bold.24 26 The discovery had in fact been
recorded by Paget at the Abernethian Society
on 6 February 183512; Owen’s paper, which
was read at the Zoological Society, followed 18
days later. That is where the matter rests!

Subsequest views on the SHS outbreak
Curiously, Thomas Spencer Cobbold FRS
(1828–86) (see above) (unquestionably the
most distinguished helminthologist in England
at that time) expressed doubt about the
diagnosis of the Cornwall cases27; he concluded
that the disease was not caused by T spiralis but
by an “unknown form of nematode parasite”,
and that “we ought rather to look to an
indiVerent water supply than to diseased meat
as the primary source of the outbreak”. Not too
surprisingly, an anonymous correspondent in
the Lancet was somewhat critical of Cobbold’s
opinion28; however, his conclusions were up-
held by W L Dickinson (who had apparently

detected the first (recognised) outbreak of
trichinosis in Britain—at Workington [see
above]).6 29 The reason(s) for Cobbold’s scepti-
cism remains unresolved, and the bulk of
evidence supports trichinosis (trichiniasis) as
the cause of this outbreak.

Details of this unfortunate outbreak were suc-
cinctly summarised in the General Report of
admissions to SHS establishments published in
188030; trichinosis, it recorded, “has frequently
been observed on the Continent, particularly in
Germany and in the Netherlands, but very rarely
in this country [England]”. That fortunate situ-
ation (for Britain) still pertains today! In many
respects this outbreak of 1879 possesses paral-
lels in reverse, to the 1999 reluctance of
European mainland countries to accept British
beef—which they maintained could be harbour-
ing the causative agent of bovine spongiform
encephalopathy (BSE).31
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